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Who uses nursing theory? A univariate descriptive

analysis of five years’ research articles

Background: Since the early 1950s, nursing leaders have

worked diligently to build the Scientific Discipline of

Nursing, integrating Theory, Research and Practice.

Recently, the role of theory has again come into question,

with some scientists claiming nurses are not using theory

to guide their research, with which to improve practice.

Aims: The purposes of this descriptive study were to

determine: (i) Were nursing scientists’ research articles in

leading nursing journals based on theory? (ii) If so, were

the theories nursing theories or borrowed theories? (iii)

Were the theories integrated into the studies, or were they

used as organizing frameworks?

Methods: Research articles from seven top ISI journals were

analysed, excluding regularly featured columns, meta-

analyses, secondary analysis, case studies and literature

reviews. The authors used King’s dynamic Interacting

system and Goal Attainment Theory as an organizing

framework. They developed consensus on how to identify

the integration of theory, searching the Title, Abstract,

Aims, Methods, Discussion and Conclusion sections of

each research article, whether quantitative or qualitative.

Results: Of 2857 articles published in the seven journals

from 2002 to, and including, 2006, 2184 (76%) were

research articles. Of the 837 (38%) authors who used

theories, 460 (55%) used nursing theories, 377 (45%)

used other theories: 776 (93%) of those who used theory

integrated it into their studies, including qualitative stud-

ies, while 51 (7%) reported they used theory as an orga-

nizing framework for their studies. Closer analysis revealed

theory principles were implicitly implied, even in research

reports that did not explicitly report theory usage.

Conclusions: Increasing numbers of nursing research articles

(though not percentagewise) continue to be guided by

theory, and not always by nursing theory. Newer nursing

research methods may not explicitly state the use of

nursing theory, though it is implicitly implied.

Submitted 30 August 2010, Accepted 7 September 2010

Introduction

In her seminal work, The State of Nursing Science: Hallmarks

of the 20th and 21st Centuries, Fawcett reiterated her earlier

work on the three pieces of knowledge necessary to the

future of nursing’s discipline: nursing theory development,

nursing research and nursing practice (1). Other nursing

scientists lamented the failure of nursing writers to con-

tribute to the discipline of nursing by failing to incorporate

theory into their research (2–4). Some nursing scientists

state theories ‘borrowed’ from other disciplines may be

useful to lay the groundwork for new nursing theories, but

continued use of others’ theories will not build nurs-

ing science, nor to help foster the work of nursing practice

(1, 4).

Obviously, a meaningful triadic relationship in theory,

research and practice is essential for nursing to be recog-

nized as a profession. Nursing theory helps define and

‘verify the existence of unique nursing knowledge (5 p.

10). There is a need for nursing scientists to guide the

profession, in complex and dynamic health care changes,

as they become leaders in interdisciplinary organizations,

and address nursing’s image for today’s media and

the public (6). The ultimate use for nursing theory is to
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improve patient/client care. The use of other theories

builds other disciplines; borrowed theories can be further

developed to become nursing theories, as they are used

in situations specific to nursing. These positions require

nursing scientists to re-evaluate the present state of theory,

research and practice in the discipline.

Historical perspective

In the 1950s, nurses intensified their efforts in transition

from a vocation to a profession and to an academic disci-

pline. This required nurses to develop their own vision and

substantive knowledge. Having the professions’ own per-

spective helps identify the profession as a separate entity,

with a different focus than other professions. Many nurs-

ing scholars and educators envisioned a scientific discipline

complete with theory-driven research and practice. They

worked tirelessly to accomplish this grand design. As they

began serious nursing research, coupled with graduate

education, nursing theory became necessary to integrate

information and form the basis of Nursing Science (5).

However, in the 1970s, after 25 years of effort, nursing

researchers were still not utilizing nursing conceptual or

theoretical frameworks, effectively (7). This concern,

coupled with the National League for Nursing’s accredita-

tion of nursing education, and the intense drive to truly

become a scientific discipline, provided impetus for nursing

researchers to increase their efforts to develop appropriate

theories to guide nursing research and practice (5).

As nursing research and articles increased, and as moti-

vated nurses continued the struggle to have their profession

truly recognized as a profession, Silva identified nine of 62

authors in 30 years who actually tested the theory they had

espoused, while others used theory as an organizing

framework (2). Moody et al. found nearly 50% of 720

authors in 10 years did not address theory at all, 10% had

limited use, while 3% tested theory. They also found 52% of

the nursing scientists in 1977 who used theory, used non-

nursing theories; however, by 1986, that number had

decreased to 49% (3). Later, Jaarsma and Dassen found

overall theory use in research studies over 5 years had in-

creased, but researchers had not increased the use of nursing

theory (8). Finally, Fawcett found similar results in an

evaluation of three nursing research journals over a period

of 1 year: 28 (24%) of the authors tested existing nursing

theories; 45 (39%) used other discipline’s models or theo-

ries; and 38 (33%) were not based on any theory or model

(9).

According to these reports, nursing researchers were still

not utilizing theory as effectively as they might to build the

Nursing Science Discipline with which to direct research

and to improve nursing practice. With nearly a decade of

additional research now published, there is a need to

re-evaluate the current literature to determine whether

current nursing scientists are utilizing theory to further

substantiate the Discipline of Nursing, thereby improving

nursing practice.

Aims

The aim of this univariate descriptive study was to deter-

mine whether nursing scientists have increased the use of

nursing theories in their research. The underlying

assumption is that increased theory adoption in research is

an indicator as to whether nursing scientists are building

the scientific knowledge of the nursing discipline with

which to improve nursing practice. The research questions

were the following: (i) Were nursing scientists’ research

articles in leading nursing journals based on theory? (ii) If

so, were the theories nursing theories or borrowed theo-

ries? (iii) Were the theories integrated into the studies, or

were they used as organizing frameworks?

Methods

For the purpose of this study, the authors have followed

Polit and Beck’s (10 p. 115–138) and Tomey and Alligood’s

position (5 p. 225–427) of including conceptual models/

frameworks as theory. The conceptual definition of theory

also comes from Polit and Beck: ‘Theory is an abstract

generalization that presents a systematic explanation about

the relationships among phenomena’ (10 p. 734). The

operational definition for integration of theory comes from

Silva’s (2) work, ‘the nursing model [theory] is discussed

in sufficient breadth and depth so that the relationship

between the model and the study hypotheses or purposes

is clear.’ Qualitative research is not designed to test theory,

but often to develop theory. This study reviewed research

articles for both approaches.

This univariate descriptive study used King’s Dynamic

Interacting System and Goal Attainment Theory (11) as an

organizing framework. The Dynamic Interacting System

has three levels of systems, based on multiple concepts: the

individual system, the group system, and the societal sys-

tem. These systems interact to achieve mutual goals. Each

single nursing theory or conceptual model represents an

individual system. The integration of a nursing theory or

conceptual model into scientific research represents the

interaction between each researcher and each nursing

theory or conceptual model; this corresponds with group

system interaction. In the societal system, the interaction is

on the level of the nursing community and nursing disci-

pline as a whole, where all nurses, nursing researchers and

nursing theory will interact together to achieve a mutual

goal. The mutual goal for the three systems is to build

scientific knowledge, evidenced by the number of research

articles that integrate theory and can be used to improve

patient care and nursing practice.

King’s Dynamic Interacting System and Goal Attainment

Theory was used as an organizing framework, because it
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includes threes systems and their interactions, as we

visualized the current study; individual nursing theory,

integration of theory into scientific research and interac-

tion of many theories to help build nursing’s scientific

knowledge.

Data collection methods

Research articles in leading nursing journals were reviewed

to determine whether the authors used theory, whether it

was nursing theory or borrowed theory or whether the

authors used the theory as an organizing framework.

Inclusion criteria required each nursing journal to be in the

top ten nursing journals from the 2006 ISI Web of Knowl-

edge, based on impact factors (IF), either in the Science

Edition or the Social Science Edition. The articles also

needed to be written in English and to be available as full

text articles in Jordan, where the study was carried out.

Exclusion criteria included regular columns, meta-analyses,

secondary analyses, case studies or literature reviews. All

journals were accessed online. Each article was hand sear-

ched to evaluate the Title, the Abstract, the Problem

Statement or Aims, the Methods section, the Discussion

section and the Conclusion. The authors reviewed research

articles together until they obtained consensus on identi-

fying the use of theory. The authors teamed up in pairs for

data collection, to assure accurate findings.

Results

Seven nursing journals met the inclusion criteria: American

Journal of Critical Care; Journal of Advanced Nursing; Journal

of Clinical Nursing; Journal of Nursing Scholarship; Nursing

Research; Nursing Science Quarterly; and Research in Nursing

and Health. Three of the top ten ISI Scientific Edition or the

Social Science Edition journals, Birth Issues and Perinatal

Care, Journal of Nursing Administration and International

Journal of Nursing Studies were not available as full text

articles in the developing country where the research took

place.

For the years 2002–2006, there were 2857 articles in

seven leading nursing journals, of which 2184 (76%)

articles were research reports, and 673 (24%) articles were

not research (Table 1). Eight hundred and thirty-seven

(38%) of the 2184 research authors used theory; of these,

460 (21%) used nursing theory and 377 (17%) used the-

ory from other disciplines. Seven hundred and seventy-six

(93%) of the 837 who used theory integrated it into their

studies, while 61 (7%) used theory as an organizing

framework for their studies.

Discussion

King’s Interacting Systems and Goal Attainment Theory

(11) provided the lens through which we reviewed the

results: (i) numerous theories and conceptual models were

used by the 837 researchers that integrated theory into

their studies, representing King’s individual systems. Ear-

lier reviewers of theory in research articles found few

numbers of theories incorporated into research articles. For

example, in Silva’s (2) review of 30 years of nursing re-

search, she listed five theories as the most prevalent.

(Table 2). Today, there are more than forty theories listed

in textbooks, with many others that are well known (5).

(ii) The group system – integration of nursing theories and

models in scientific research – has increased dramatically

in numbers (please see Table 2); Silva (2) found 62 authors

with theoretically guided articles in a 50-year period,

Moody et al. (3) found 18 in 10 years; Jaarsma and Dass-

sen (8) identified 21 over a 5-year period and the current

study found 460 articles in a 5-year period, in which

nursing theory was used. (iii) the ultimate group goal of

the societal system – where nurses, nurse researchers and

theories will interact together to improve nursing practice

to improve patient care – is still evolving. Although there

were increased individual efforts to link theory, research

Table 1 Seven of the top 2006 ISI web of knowledge impact factor journals, with nursing, nonnursing theory

Journals, theory, integration

Number of

non research

articles

Total number

of journal articles

Years 2002–2006

No. of

articles

Used theory

Journals

Nursing

Theory

Other

Theory

Integrated

Theory

American Journal of Critical Care 151 28 0 28 25 176

Journal of Nursing Scholarship 163 36 44 77 110 273

Journal of Clinical Nursing 525 112 49 147 125 650

Journal of advanced nursing 983 174 172 325 272 1255

Journal of Nursing Research 135 31 28 59 0 135

Nursing Science Quarterly 51 39 9 41 103 154

Research in Nursing and Health 176 40 75 99 38 214

Totals 2184 460 377 776 673 2857
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and practice, there were no reported efforts to synthesize

the cumulative knowledge in firmly supporting the Sci-

entific Discipline of Nursing.

There are increasing numbers of nursing research arti-

cles with increasing numbers utilizing theory, both nursing

and ‘other’ theories (see Table 2). Silva’s (2) initial review

covered more than 30 years of theory in nursing research.

Moody (3) addressed 10 years of articles, with Jaarsma and

Dassen (8) reviewing 5 years. Each of these reviews show

dramatic increases in the number of nursing research

articles, though not necessarily nursing theory. Fawcett (1)

reviewed three journals for 1 year, which if extrapolated

would show even more dramatic increases in the number

of nursing research articles and dramatic increases in

numbers using nursing theory. The current study, which

reviewed 5 years’ nursing research articles, shows an

explosion in the quantity of articles and nursing theory

usage. However, neither Fawcett nor the current study

shows an increasing percentage of nursing theory usage.

Looking at the total of those who used nursing theory and

those who integrated theory, it is evident that many au-

thors are truly utilizing nursing theory, while only 7% are

using theory as an organizing framework.

Surprisingly, five of the seven journals with the highest

ISI impact factors that were reviewed are research journals

(Table 1). This high ranking of nursing research journals

indicates nurses who are reviewing the literature, and who

are citing the literature, are using research with integrated

theory to build scientific knowledge with which to enable

evidence-based practice. Additionally, both the practice

journals reviewed here included numerous researchers

who used theory to guide practice. Many researchers

continue to use borrowed theories, thus supporting other

disciplines, rather than interacting together to achieve the

mutual goal of establishing the Scientific Discipline of

Nursing.

Closer evaluation of research papers that did not

explicitly report theory usage revealed theoretical princi-

ples implicitly implied in many of them. Theory may be

totally imbedded in nursing research and practice to such

an extent that nurses are not consciously aware they are

using it. Therefore, while nursing researchers may not be

testing theory, they may be guided by theoretical princi-

ples. Perhaps the profession has matured to the point it is

not necessary to test all theories, as much as it is necessary

to remember the theoretical base upon which our premises

are predicated. Additionally, qualitative research continues

to develop new theories for new practice concerns, as

health care evolves and new issues come to light.

New concerns related to nursing theory/nursing
research

In comparing the number of nursing articles over time

(Table 2), it is obvious there are increasing numbers, both

in quantity and in the use of nursing theory. However, the

percentage of those using nursing theory has not in-

creased. Further evaluation provides illumination for the

lack of theory-driven nursing publications:

As nursing education and the nursing profession become

more prevalent in additional countries, ‘playing catch-up’

with nursing theory can be difficult. For example, all PhD

programs in Turkey require dissertations to be theory

based. However, theory is not taught until graduate school.

Therefore, nurses do not utilize theory in their practice,

and theories are seen as abstract and not practical (12).

With the growing usage of research techniques, a chasm

developed between researchers with positivist and post-

positivist philosophies – the testing of theories and the

development of theories. Triangulated studies help bridge

that chasm, but may be difficult to publish because of the

philosophical position of editors or their review boards.

Weaver and Olson stated, ‘Legitimacy is conferred by

certain groups (e.g. funding and publication review

boards) who regulate what constitutes valid research’ (13).

If these groups are not diligent in requiring theory-driven

Table 2 Previous reviews of theory in research articles, 1986, 1988, 1993, 2000 and 2008

Use of Theory

Silva, 1986

(ref. 2)

Moody

et al. 1988

(ref. 3)

Jaarsma &

Dassen 1993

(ref. 8)

Fawcett,

2000 (ref. 9)

Current theory

study group,

2008

No. of Journals Reviewed –a 6 5 3 7

Years reviewed 1952–1985 1977–1986 1986–1990 1999 2002–2006

Total no. of articles –a 720 428 116 2857

No. of research articles –a 18 121 116 2184

Used nursing theory 62 –a 21 (17%) 5 (4%) 460 (21%)

used other theory –b 352 (49%) 100 (83%) 45 (39%) 377 (17%)

No. of testing theory 9 (15%) 22 (3%) 56 (13%) 28 (24%) –a

Integrated theory –a –a –a –a 776 (93%)

aNot available.
bNo ‘other’ theories listed.
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research, articles that do not focus on theory may be given

more credence than those that are theory driven. This

decreases the number of theory-based research articles.

As the profession mature has matured, we have changed

how we identify ‘theories.’ Many earlier theorists are now

called ‘philosophers.’ It is often difficult to differentiate

between conceptual frameworks and mid-range theories –

even the developers change the nomenclature by which

they are called (5). As an example, research that originated

in ‘borrowed’ theories utilizing phenomenology, though

they have evolved into nursing theories, is sometimes

identified as ‘philosophy,’ not theory (14). All these

influences certainly affect the way theory is viewed, used

or published. It also makes it difficult to perform an

in-depth study to evaluate which theories are being uti-

lized. Newer studies are evaluating the use of a particular

theory, rather than being able to identify the use of

numerous theories (15,16).

As worldwide health care systems’ policies require bio-

medical and technical support for health promotion and

illness prevention, the focus is changing from nurses as

‘general hospital workers’ to ‘accountable health care

practitioners’ (16). This also makes it more difficult to focus

on specific nursing theories.

Obviously, new theories must be tested. Nursing also has

reached a state in its professional growth that warrants

newer approaches. As the profession has evolved, and

nursing scientists have matured in their research tech-

niques, they have increased their ability to perform

numerous types of research; clinical trials, evaluation/

policy research, intervention, replication, outcomes and

methodological research (10). Each of these is still directed

at improving nursing practice, but may not lend them-

selves as readily to theory usage. Methodological studies,

for example, develop and validate methods or tools. The

development of instruments may strengthen ‘theory-

research and theory-practice linkages,’ which help to

generate empirical testing of nursing theory (17). How-

ever, even though the essential elements of nursing theory

are implicitly present, they may not be stated explicitly. We

are then faced with the dilemma of whether this research

is ‘nursing’ or whether we must call it something else.

As health care has evolved and matured, many nurse

researchers have teamed up with health care professionals

from other disciplines in multidisciplinary research. This

leads to a broader theory base, utilizing theories that have

been deemed ‘borrowed’ in years past. To improve patient

care, many new interdisciplinary theories may be needed,

though they will not be specifically nursing theories.

These new issues cause us to re-evaluate the current

understanding of the use of nursing theory in nursing

research: Has the nursing profession evolved to a position

where theory has become understood, rather than vocal-

ized? Have nurses become health care practitioners versus

nurses? These and other questions arise, as we evaluate

the use of nursing theory to direct nursing research to

improve nursing practice.

In summary, many more nursing research articles are

explicitly utilizing nursing theory, though not percentage

wise. However, evolving nursing research is involving new

methods of research that may not implicitly be identified as

theory driven. These concerns may force us to re-evaluate

arguments about theory’s role in nursing’s scientific dis-

cipline.

Limitations

The choice of journals to evaluate was based on two cri-

teria: the journals had to be in the top ten from the ISI’s

Web of Knowledge Impact Factors and had to be available

in the developing country where the research was con-

ducted. Each of these has built-in limitations. The ISI’s

Web of Knowledge Impact Factors have many critics who

declare the impact factors to be an inaccurate measure in

determining the top journals: they were originally

designed to assist librarians and researchers decide which

journals to purchase for their institutions (18). However,

they are now utilized to select more ‘scientific’ and ‘cred-

ible’ journals in which to publish, even though rankings

change from year to year.

The site of the study is a developing nation with limited

resources. Although administrators at the university have

worked diligently to increase the number of available

journals, there are still many that are inaccessible, without

paying-for-view, which is cost prohibitive. Each of these

conditions provides a limitation to the study’s results.

The current study did not address individual nursing

theories and did not enumerate the number of times each

theory was utilized. It did not compare nursing theories

with other theories. It was not meant to be a position paper

to discuss the merits of specific theories. It was designed to

evaluate whether nursing research papers were based on

nursing or borrowed theory, and whether theory was

integrated into research studies or used as an organizing

framework. The data were not meant to be an expansive

discussion of nursing theory, but a springboard to

encourage future studies and evaluation of the role of

theory in today’s health care climate.

Conclusions

For over 50 years, nursing scientists have developed the

Scientific Discipline of Nursing through the use of theory

to guide research to improve practice, thereby improving

patient outcomes. However, in the light of criticism that

failure of nursing researchers to use theory, or that they

are using nonnursing theory, future research needs

to evaluate whether theory is adding our cumulative

nursing knowledge. As researchers are contemplating new

research, it would be helpful if they integrated the newer
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theories into research articles to evaluate whether they are

substantive additions to nursing knowledge. We also need

to examine ways to incorporate pluralistic approaches to

nursing questions.

Evolution of theories and research to improve practice

requires a concerted effort to determine what we have

accomplished, what we are now doing and what we still

need to accomplish in the future to continue to support the

Discipline of Nursing as a Profession. Although Weaver

and Olson (12) were specifically addressing paradigmati-

cally diverse research, their discussion obviates the need

for critical appraisals and critical analysis to identify the

remaining gaps in theory-research-practice. They awaken

us to the need to re-evaluate the progress we have made in

developing the Science of Nursing and what we are willing

to publish. They encourage us to remember our mutual

goal to build the Nursing Science Discipline, where nursing

theory guides research, to improve nursing practice.

Nevertheless, in our new collaborative health care

world, it may be time for the nursing profession to recog-

nize it truly as a profession and to be willing to engage in

additional interdisciplinary research based on interdisci-

plinary theories. These theories are often the evolution of

what nursing used to call ‘borrowed’ theories. In the light

of King’s Open Systems Model, nursing is indeed dynamic,

with transition occurring, obtaining mutual goals, but still

requires diligence in identifying the Nursing Science Dis-

cipline.
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